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STATE OF MONTANA LEGISLATURE
SENATE FISH AND GAME COMMITTEE

HEARING ON SB 144
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Honorable members of the Senate Fish and Game Committee, my name is Ervin
Carlson and I am a member of the Blackfeet Nation and President of the lnterTribal
Buffalo Council, a coalition of 55 federally recognized Tribes across the United States. I

thank you for this opportunity to provide testimony in opposition to SB 144, a bill that
restricts Fish, Wildlife and Parks to relocating bison only to the National Bison Range.

The InterTribal Buffalo Council (ITBC) is comprised of 55 Indian Tribes dedicated to
restoring buffalo to tribal lands in a manner that is culturally compatible with tribal beliefs
and practices. Buffalo thrived in abundance on the plains of the United States for many
centuries before they were hunted to near extinction. During this period of history,
buffalo were critical to survival of the American Indian. Buffalo provided food, shelter,
clothing and essential tools for lndian people and insured continuance of their
subsistence way of life. Native people have a strong spiritual and cultural connection
with buffalo that has not diminished with the passage of time.

ITBC was formally organized in 1992 by seven Tribes that had small buffalo herds, with
a combined total of 1500 animals. ITBC has been highly successful at developing
existing buffalo herds and restoring buffalo to Indian lands that had no buffalo prior to
1991. Today, over 35 Indian Tribes are engaged in raising over'17,000 buffalo.
Collectively, this is the largest herd in the nation and larger than the National Parks
combined. ITBC is now assisting many Tribes with developing sustainable herds to be
raised as wildlife and to be utilized as a healthy food source for Native American
populations. Presently, ITBC has cooperative relationships for bison management with
the Badlands National Park and the Wind Cave National Park in South Dakota and the
Theodore Roosevelt National Park in North Dakota. These relationships involve ITBC
member Tribes receiving surplus bison for herd development.

ITBC has had a long-standing interest and stake in the conservation of the Yellowstone
bison and now represents Tribes as a formal member of the lnteragency Bison
Management Partnership. As you are aware, the IBMP is tasked with maintaining a
wild, free-ranging bison population while reducing the risk of brucellosis transmission
from bison to cattle. ITBC is greatly interested in solutions that discontinue the needless
killing of buffalo, reduce prevalence of brucellosis, and prioritize Tribes as managers
and recipients of Yellowstone bison.
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Unfortunately, Senate Bill 144 provides no such solution and instead attempts to
preclude all others. As such, ITBC opposes this bill for the following specific reasons:

1. The bill completely disregards Tribes as effective bison managers and does
nothing to advance a collaborative relationship between the State and Tribes.
ITBC joined the IBMP partnership with the reasonable expectation that Tribal
interests would be an integral part of decision making by the State and viewed
the new partnership as an opportunity for Montana to engage the Tribes as a
viable management option. Senate Bill 144 would send a clear message to
Tribes that Montana is not interested in such a collaborative relationship.

2. Senate Btll 144 reaches far beyond the state's jurisdiction. Montana does not
have the authority to enact legislation against federal actions. The Record of
Decision governing the Interagency Bison Management Plan and the final IBMP
Environmental lmpact Statement are legally authoritative documents for federal
actions, ultimately adopted and agreed upon by the State. Tribes are
consistently prioritized as recipients of bison throughout these documents.
Senate Bill would substantially interfere with the Tribes in receipt of these bison
and would run counter to principles of federal supremacy.

3. Senate Btll 144 is beyond the scope of the state's authority to restrict placement
of bison to National Bison Range, a federally owned and managed wildlife
refuge. Again, Federal authority supercedes state action and Montana does not
have authority over the affairs of federal wildlife agencies governing the National
Bison Range, including the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

4. Prohibiting relocation of Yellowstone bison seriously impedes the State's ability
to effectively sit as a partner on the Interagency Bison Management Partnership.
The bill would only allow the option of ship and slaughter and hazing, yet does
nothing to increase bison habitat. This runs counter to the management
objectives set forth in the IBMP Record of Decision and amounts to nothing more
than an extreme reactionary measure to a scare tactic. This legislation, along
with many other attempts to restrict bison tolerance on public lands, is not
supported by any data regarding the true brucellosis transmission risk to
livestock.

All seven Tribes in Montana are members of the ITBC. Two of these Tribes, Fort Peck
and Fort Belknap, have been ready and willing to receive and house Yellowstone bison
and have expended significant resources to prepare for their arrival. Unfortunately,
Montana has shown little willingness thus far to coordinate efforts with our member
Tribes.
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ln conclusion, ITBC maintains the position that buffalo in the Greater Yellowstone Area
should be maintained as wildlife and left to exist naturally as other wildlife species with
their identity, integrity and habitat preserved. Additionally, our member Tribes in

Montana stand behind ITBC in our position to conserve the Yellowstone bison and
translocate animals to Montana tribes as a component of their conservation. We
support coordinated efforts to manage bison as wildlife and reduce the prevalence of
brucellosis, while maintaining wild, free-ranging bison. However, we do not support
efforts that are beyond the state's authority, which result in systematically reducing
tolerance of wild bison and disregard Tribes as partners, sovereign nations, and a
people with a continuing cultural connection to these animals.

Thank you for this opportunity to provide this testimony in an effort to protect the
Yellowstone bison from further intolerance and slaughter and I urge your vote against
sB 144.
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